Methemoglobinemia induced by topical anesthesia: a case report and review.
Topical anesthetic drugs are widely used by clinicians during hospital and outpatient procedures and are also available to the public in a variety of over-the-counter preparations. Although generally safe, they may cause potentially life-threatening methemoglobinemia. We describe a patient who developed repeated episodes of severe methemoglobinemia after administration of topical Cetacaine spray (a proprietary mixture of benzocaine, tetracaine, and butamben) employed for pharyngeal anesthesia before endotracheal intubation, and briefly review the etiology and pathophysiology of this disorder. Cautious interpretation of oxyhemoglobin saturation values obtained by pulse oximetry or estimated from arterial blood gas analysis is crucial lest the diagnosis of severe methemoglobinemia and the resulting hypoxemia are overlooked. If necessary, the condition is usually readily corrected by intravenous administration of methylene blue.